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Introduction 

The family Burhinidae or Stone Curlews, consists of large ploverlike 
birds which have no hind toe, long yellow legs with thickened tibiotarsal 
joints, hence the sometimes used popular name of “thickknee”. The head 
is relatively big and very round and the eye is yellow, large and very striking. 
The bill is short and stout. The plumage is very cryptic when the bird is at 
rest, but in flight or in postures with wings raised a rather striking con¬ 
trasty pattern becomes visible in the wing. 

All members of this family are nocturnal in their habits and during the 
day time they often squat on the ground among rocks and vegetation and 
are then difficult to spot unless they move. Stone Curlews are mostly found 
in tropical and temperate regions and they are represented by two species 
on the African continent. These two species are Burhinus vermiculatus 
(Cabanis) and B. capensis (Lichtenstein). The main difference between 
these two species is the fact that B. vermiculatus has a distinct pale bar 
bordered by a somewhat darker area on the inward edge, on each of the 
wings. B. capensis lacks this bar. The European species B. oedicnemus 
(L.) is very similar to B. vermiculatus and also has the bar. 

Of the two African species B. vermiculatus is never found far from 
water, hence its South African name of Water Dikkop. B. capensis , 
popularly called the Cape Dikkop, occurs in dry situations. Little to nothing 
is known about the behaviour of the former and we are only slightly better 
informed about the behaviour of the latter. 

R. Bigalke in 1931 (Bigalke, 1933) observed a breeding pair of B. 
capensis which was held in captivity in the National Zoological Gardens 
at Pretoria. He noticed that the male was slightly bigger than the female 
but that otherwise they were very much alike. 



